Evaluation of an inpatient service by consumer feedback.
Over the past few years, the Sound View-Throgs Neck Community Mental Health Center has conducted a number of studies of client satisfaction with our services. The findings suggest that the majority of clients are generally satisfied with the help they receive. However, the level of satisfaction apparently depends on specific aspects or features of the program being evaluated, as well as the particular unit which is providing the services. We have used face-to-face, telephone, and mail survey procedures in these studies; and we have sampled both clients who have completed their treatment and those in the early phases of the treatment process. In one of the studies, the former SVTN-CMHC patients we surveyed had been hospitalized in the inpatient unit located at Bronx Municipal Hospital Center. We randomly selected one hundred patients who had been discharged from the unit during the first six months of 1971. After excluding children under the age of sixteen, patients who were subsequently hospitalized or were too symptomatic to be interviewed, and those living outside New York City, we interviewed twenty-five ex-patients. We asked questions about their feelings related to the need for hospitalization, their present problems, whether hospitalization had helped them, their satisfaction or dissatisfaction with ward life, and their feelings about discharge. The results indicated that these ex-patients felt at least moderately satisfied with their hospital experience. However, they were relatively dissatisfied with provisions for privacy on the ward, the fact that doctors and other hospital staff were not readily available to them, the doctor's understanding of their problems, and the evening recreation programs. There was some discrepancy between the ratings, which were mostly favorable, and the comments, which were predominantly unfavorable. There are various possible explanations for this, ranging from the limited validity of rating items in such a study to the possibility that this group of ex-patients were so accustomed to negative experiences that their overall assessments were not significantly influenced by them. There is some possibility that the highly positive ratings may stem from an unexpected source. For approximately half of the sample, the major purpose of hospitalization was to provide an opportunity to get away from their usual surroundings. The in-hospital treatment per se was relatively unimportant to them, and their favorable ratings may be a way of indicating that the hospital simply served as a refuge, which they were seeking. Since a patient may approach the hospital with self-defined needs either for treatment or mainly for refuge--it may be worth while to provide alternative programs to meet these different needs. A "refuge" program, for example, may not require an in-hospital environment; and even if it does, the staffing pattern should be different from that of a hospital with a treatment-oriented program.